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Naomi Rand
SWEET REVENGE
D o ra ’s father came to visit her a few weeks before he shot himself. 
He came to her after being throw n out of all m anner  of relations’ 
homes. He had made them  feel foolish by playing out a revitalized 
need to act the stud.
Nicholas lounged, unannounced , on her doorstep . He wore a tan  
suit and a gold medallion which swung the length of his chest as if he 
were a keeper of time. That evening her father enterta ined, playing 
music too loud, pulling her friends out of their chairs and  dancing 
close to them, provoking them. ‘Polyester pan tsu it ,’ one of her friends 
called him behind his back. D ora  tried to laugh.
“ I can stay with you D ora, can ’t I?” he asked. “N obody  else will 
consider taking me in.”
She had always perm itted him to have his way. He crept back to 
D o ra ’s m other  countless times over the course of twenty years. Each 
time both of his wom en accepted him. D ora  would run to her father, 
hopeful of his com m itm ent; maybe this time he would stay intact, 
proper.
“Yes,” D ora  said. She cou ldn’t look him in the eyes, this 
chameleon.
“Your friends need a little music,” he said, playing it, dancing for 
them. His desperation m ade her wince.
Her father called whatever took  possession of him ‘The Force,’ as if 
he could chain this dem on in the basement. He used to lift D o ra  by 
both arms and swing her th rough  the air until she cried out in pain. 
For a few years he had taken the prescribed lithium. It m ade him 
passive, aged him.
“ Flaccid,” he told her. “ I cou ldn’t get it up anym ore .” T ha t  was her 
father s explanation for the breakup  of his m arriage. “Any real 
w om an would have left me.”
D ora  did not m ention the dishes d ropped  on her m o ther’s feet, the 
ten broken toes. She plucked at her dress as her father talked, 
searching for stray hairs. She meant to explain abou t his tem per, she 
meant to tell him it was her m o the r’s choice, not some chemical 
equation.
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Stan, her father’s oldest friend, relayed the message.
“ I found him in his car,” Stan declared, biting the words, etching 
them into her ear. “The gun was lying on the seat. It was horrible.”
Stan blamed her, rem embering Nick the prankster, stolen cars in 
the parking lot, the looting of local stores for tuxedos, finding girls 
and more girls as if he were netting fish off a floodbank.
Stan waited upon  her father’s passions. Once, a younger D ora  had 
arrived home to find the two of them  scheming like small children. 
Her father had sworn her to secrecy. Stan took  her aside, pressing his 
hand, slick and cool, to her face, threatening her.
“ D ora  would never tell her m other I was here,” he said, smelling of 
aftershave. Nothing else. Whenever D ora  felt afraid after that she 
tried to find his scent in the air.
D ora  held the phone away from her ear as Stan repeated what he 
had first said, his incantation.
“The car. The gun. A note for you and your mother. Let me read 
it.”
She knew the words before he said them. It was her legacy. She 
could hum  a tune to them. Weeks after the funeral she found herself 
pressing the coffin into the landscape in front of her, distractedly 
revving her car when there was no need to: her father to earth, soil to 
magnetized body.
“ It’s calling me,” Nicholas would say, standing on his chair. He 
would begin in elation, taking her to an am usem ent park, treating her 
to anything she wanted, but Dora, knowing what came next, refused 
to order. They would be on the ferris wheel when suddenly his face, 
plasticized with joy, would slump and cave in.
“ My father,” she once said to her m other, “he wasn’t there. He isn’t 
here now. W hat father?”
Nicholas sat, erased by his chair, ignoring them both.
“ My father went away,” D ora insisted to her mother. She was 
seven at the time. Her m other repeated the story to her later as an 
explanation for her divorce. Dora did not need that; she understood.
“ I was surprised you loved him enough to stay with him that long,” 
D ora said.
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“You loved him too,” her mother assured her. D ora knew she had 
to agree. She was unclear on her mother’s definition of love. What she 
felt for her father was a mixture of emotions. When she pulled it apart 
she could not reconnect the strands.
“Did I love him?” Dora asked herself in the weeks after his death. 
She felt uncomfortable. Was that the measure of her love, its pitch?
The first package arrived on Monday.
It was small and square. There was no return address, the label 
handwritten. Dora, tearing it open, thought it was a gift sent to her by 
a concerned relation. She had to stop and think for a minute when she 
discovered a maroon notebook under the newspaper and brown 
parcel paper, the notebook she had made for her father as a coming- 
home present. She pulled it out of the wrapper, stroking its leather 
cover, finding his name engraved in the corner; then she dropped it 
onto the floor. The paper fell with it, like confetti.
Inside were notes on Dora. Daughter Dora. She flipped through 
the pages at night alone in her apartment. She read it under a green 
light that she found in a junk store. Her eyes, following the slant of the 
handwriting, could pick up trends. Sometimes the pen was firm in his 
hand, sometimes liquid with sleep, sometimes frenzied.
Nicholas Loves Dora, he wrote on one otherwise blank page. A 
grade school poem. Dora closed the book, left it on her night table. 
Tried sleep. Failed. Found some sleeping pills in her cabinet and 
drank them down.
In the morning she sorted out the paper to find the postmark. It did 
not amuse or console her to find, in red ink, S tan’s home town.
Her father stayed with her for two weeks. She brought home her 
boyfriend once and her father measured him with a sturdy, quizzical 
gaze.
“Do you want to marry her?” Nicholas asked.
“Who?” Bob looked at Dora, then at her father, unprepared for 
this assault. She had explained in the car that her father was a sick 
man, using that as a catchword; she had not explained that he was 
demeaning, impersonal, harsh.
“ Marry Dora.”
“Why do you want to know?” Bob asked.
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“I’m her father, I have rights. You have to tell me first.” Nicholas 
moved closer, put one hand on Bob’s shoulder. “Is she good in bed?” 
he asked. Then Nicholas turned up the record player.
And this is my father, D ora  thought, as she watched him swing 
around  the room. He reached for her, pulling her onto  the living 
room  floor to dance with him. She had a feeling in her stom ach, as if 
milk were curdling inside.
Her m other  had insisted on D o ra ’s strength. “Y ou’re incredible, 
you can take anything,” she would say as she scraped m ercurochrom e 
onto a cut while D ora  sat, unblinking. Even as a child, D ora  knew 
better. She contained things. Radioactive waste was contained in 
lead. W hat a blank exterior! Studying herself in the m irror she lifted 
a hand to press a hair back in place, to make her face, so peculiar, so 
dark , perfectly framed.
The second package came on Friday. D ora  had just received her 
paycheck. She was thinking of calling Bob, of going out that night, of 
drinking and driving. She d rank  to forget, she d rank  with Bob 
because it created a bridge to m aking love and she could collapse on 
any bed, could pull him on top of her, could turn, burying him.
The package was large. Inside of it was a cardboard  box; inside of 
that, her father’s dress suit. D ora, lifting the suit out of the box, 
studied it. Herringbone, padded shoulders, the vest with one button 
missing. As a child she had watched him leave the house wearing it to 
work, to interviews; he would return, sometimes days later, with his 
hair ruffled by an alien wind. His suit would fly off in pieces and his 
voice would rise.
“They never understand me,” he’d complain. Her m other covered 
D ora ’s ears.
Dora asked her m other, “Why doesn’t he die?” D ora wanted the 
primness of a funeral, that relief; she, the proper daughter, standing 
above the grave as they lowered him. She did not like the movement 
from city to city, the apartm ents  they clustered in together, waiting 
for someone to discover her father, for her father to announce his 
presence. We waited, Dora thought, for the ax to fall. She had a 
complete understanding of that phrase.
She put the cardboard  box with the suit inside her closet, d idn’t 
bother to study the postmark.
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D o r a ’s j o b  required  her  to  d r a w  ar ch i t ec tu ra l  b luepr in ts .  She  was 
an  exper t  in stress,  sea rching ou t  the  defects in tall bui ld ings  th a t  
could  topple  them  in ea r th q u a k e s  o r  leave t h em  prey to  fire.
At  ho me,  she avoided  the b o o k  on her  n ight table ,  could  no t  lift it, 
imagined her  fingers w oul d  fry off, imag ined  an  elect ric chai r ,  the  
cr iminal  t r ap p e d  inside. She t h o u g h t  she could  smell  the  o d o r  o f  
singed hair.
D o r a  knew depress ion.
‘i t ’s n o r m a l , ” Bob said. “Y o u r  fa th e r  d i ed . ” He pul led her  in to  his 
arms,  r ang ing  th em  a r o u n d  her. They  offered no  protec t ion.
A call c ame fo r  her one  a f t e rn o o n ,  the  p h o n e  r inging as she hurr ied  
the key into the lock.
“A pac kage for  you a t  the post  office,” said so m e  im p e rs o n a l  male  
voice. D o r a  put  it off  for  days; finally she ar r ived at  her  b ra n ch ,  only  
to find th a t  they had not  called.
P un is hm en t .  She twi tched a t  night ,  her  fingers t igh te n in g  a r o u n d  
her  knees.  She pul led th em  in her  hal f-sleep as if they  offered a 
defense.  She could  not  r e m e m b e r  her  dre am s .
O ne night  late she bit d o w n  on a c igaret te an d  r e m e m b e re d  her  
fa ther  in tha t  room ,  d anc in g  a r o u n d .  He dan c ed  a t a n g o  by himself.
“ W i th o u t  sex y o u ’re no t  really al ive,” he said.
She r e m e m b ered  a year  wh en she an d  her  m o t h e r  had  lived in a 
t w o - b e d r o o m  a p a r t m e n t  in New York.  T h ey  wai ted  for  her f a th e r  to  
re turn  f r o m  Italy, f rom  som e  girl he had foun d.  W h e n  he did co m e  
back,  D o r a  hoped  for some imperfect  face, a cubis t  pa int ing,  one  eye 
looping  his fo rehead,  a twisted  nose; she h oped  tha t  so m e  g u a r d i a n  o f  
the law had go t t en  to h im first,  re a r ran g in g  his features .
The night  he dan ced  tha t  so l i tary t a n g o  in her  living ro o m ,  D o r a  
sat in her red a r m ch a i r ,  cha in - smoki ng .
“ I d o n ’t t rus t  mysel f,” he told her,  a little b o y ’s face.
“Trus t  yourse l f  to do  w ha t? ” she asked.
“ I c a n ’t go o n . ” He s topped  the  dance ,  s t ood  in f r on t  o f  her  d u m b ly ,  
some show an im al  th a t  had  b r o k e n  a leg, th a t  w ou ld  have to be 
des troyed.
“G o  on where?” she asked,  forc ing herse lf  no t  to u n d e r s ta n d .
“ I d o n ’t wa n t  to be alive,” he said.
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There.  It was out .  D o r a  wa tc hed  him,  re t r ea t ing inside hersel f unti l  
she was  a squirrel ,  caugh t  in her  tree body,  looking  ou t  of  a peephole .
“ Did yo u  hea r  me?” Nicholas  s tudied her,  skeptically.
“ I hea rd  y o u . ” It was a technical  voice,  they were d i a g r a m m in g  
some bui ld ing to see h o w  it wo uld  hold  up  in a hur r icane ,  to see which 
wind ow s would  give out ,  f loa t ing over  the met ropol is  like magic 
carpets.
“ W h a t  shou ld  I do?” he asked.
“ F a t h e r . ” It was a difficult  w ord  for  her. At  y o unger  t imes it had 
been all r ight to call h im ‘fa th e r , ’ but  af ter  he left t h em  alone that  
ent ire year,  a f ter  the p h o n e  calls, the letters p rom is i ng  his re turn ,  af ter 
her m o t h e r  w an d ered  th r o u g h  the a p a r t m e n t  dazed an d  fragile,  D o ra  
had no excuses  left. She  called h im Nicholas.
“ Yes.” Nicholas  eyed her  an d  she saw all the spent  hopes ,  all his 
promise.  She would  have cried but  he had no t  a l lowed her  to  k n o w  
how.
“ D o n ’t talk to me like this,  I d o n ’t w an t  you to d ie ,” she said,  wi th 
some convic t ion,  an d  t h o u g h t  at  least tha t  ca m e  out  all right.
Nicholas  looked d o w n  at  his hands ,  saying nothing.  She wo ndered  
if he had s tudied them  before,  if d u r i ng  his n u m e ro u s  hospi ta l iza t ions  
he had  spent  the t ime co u n t ing  the veins in t h em  as they thrus t  
t h ro u g h  the skin,  roses b reak ing  th ro u g h  thei r  buds.
“ I m ad e  such a fearful  mess ,” he said. D o r a  smiled.
“N o t  at  all, I can  clean u p , ” she said.
“No,  no .”
But she w ork ed  a r o u n d  him,  lifting asht rays  an d  d u m p i n g  them  
out.  She even swept the k i tchen floor.  In the  living r o o m  she heard  his 
bod y d ro p  softly o n to  the couch,  knew he would  be asleep. She crept  
back to her b ed r o o m ,  her ow n body  tensed.
“ D a u g h te r , ” he said. S p o k e n  softly,  unrecognizable .  “ I love y ou .”
She m ean t  to th a n k  him because it deserved thanks;  ins tead she 
walked into her b e d r o o m  and closed the do or .  H er  h a n d  w ra pped  
a r o u n d  the  d o o r k n o b  af te rwards  for  a few minutes ,  as if in protest .
The next  night  he assaul ted her fr iend Suzy,  pul ling her towar ds  
the b ed room .  D o ra ,  fol lowing her f r iend’s progress,  saw Suzy’s knee 
moving exper t ly  into his balls, saw her fa the r  d o w n  on the rug, 
a n o th e r  disaster.  She could not  sweep him up,  c o u l d n ’t roll h im into 
the rug and  d u m p  him out.
She evicted him. Nicholas  d i d n ’t argue.  He kissed her good by e 
shyly, on  one cheek,  an d  vanished o n to  a w es tb o u n d  t rain.
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W h y  d o  I still believe in his power?  she w o n d e red .  D o r a  had  spen t  
so m a n y  years  d r e a m i n g  of  c ru m b l in g  walls,  t ida l  waves,  
e a r th q u a k es ,  years  of  nightly disasters ,  bu t  n o n e  o f  it had  m a tch e d  
the fe rocious  s t rength  o f  her  ow n  fa ther .  N o w ,  by force  o f  will, he h ad  
achieved his o w n  immorta l i t y .
D o r a  began to  cha in - smoke .  She b o u g h t  a bot t le  of  Sco tch.  She 
sett led in, as if for  a long,  n o r t h e r n  winter .  1 can get t h r o u g h  this,  she 
t h o u g h t ,  as long as t he re ’s n o th in g  else. N o  m o r e  m e m e n t o s  I’m 
expec ted  to  cherish.
It was a n o t h e r  p a y d a y  an d  on her  d o o r s t e p  she f o u n d  a n o t h e r  
package.  Ins ide there  were smal l things.  N ich o la s ’s watch,  his ties, his 
underw ear .
H o w  a m  I su p p o sed  to care  for  this? she w o n d e red .
“ Y o u ’re my  in he r i to r , ” Nicho las  had insisted once ,  ca u g h t  up in a 
rush  o f  S h a k e s p e a r e a n  fervor.
D a m n  him, she th o u g h t ,  d a m n  his inher i tance .
T h e n  she r e m e m b e re d  the  cha in  he had w o r n  the  last t ime.  It had  
a lm os t  hypno t i zed her,  swinging to an d  fro,  tha t  sigh of  Las  Vegas  
sex.
O p e n in g  her f a th e r’s addr es s  b o o k  she no ted  all the  chang es  of  
address ,  her futile ef forts to  evade him.  She sk ipped  the  pages  unti l  
she reached S t a n ’s n am e  an d  n u m b er .  She said it ou t  loud as she 
d ialed.  S tan ,  w h o  was  so o m in o u s  an d  lean,  his m o u s t a c h e  scr a tch ing 
aga ins t  her  face as he p re te nded  to kiss her.  F o r  S t a n ’s a m u s e m e n t  her  
fa the r  had lifted her  by b o th  arms ,  m a k i n g  himself  in to  a windmill .  
D o r a  had been terrified.  She believed she w oul d  cr ack  aga ins t  a wall,  
c r u m p le  up o n to  the  floor,  an d  lie there,  forgo t ten .
“ He l lo .”
S t a n ’s voice re surrec ted  her fa ther .  Nicho las  s tood  in f ront  of  her,  
ho ld ing ou t  b o th  hands .  W as  she s u p p o sed  to em b ra c e  h im or  puni sh  
him? D o r a  fo rg ot  wha t  she had m ean t  to  say.
“ W h a t  is this,  a t r ick?” S ta n  asked.
“ N o  t r i ck ,” she said,  an d  s t ruggled to regain  her  voice. “ S t a n . ” 
Saying  his n am e  gave her  conf idence.  “ S t a n , ” she said again ,  “ if 1 
receive one m o re  package,  one  m o re  letter,  one  m o re  v icious  call.  I’ll 
f ind a m a n  w h o  shoo ts  people  and  I’ll pay him as m u ch  m o n ey  as he 
wants .  I’ll get you,  or  I'll sue y o u , ” she ad d e d ,  weaken ing.  “ I’ll do  
s o m e th in g . ”
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“Get  me?” S ta n  said, “Sue me?” He l aughed.  “This  must  be D ora .  
You were a lways  a great  believer in jus t ice .”
“ Was  I?” D o r a  asked.
“ Y o u r  fa the r  told me to send his th ings to  y o u ,” he said. He laughed 
again  as if it was a joke .  S ta n  was lost in t ime,  she decided.  M a y b e  he 
still believed th a t  Nicholas  had no t  s tepped over  th a t  line.
“ W h e n  did Nicho las  ask you?” D o r a  said. H er  voice sh ook ,  bu t  she 
had to go on.  “ Before or  af ter  he s tuck  the  gun in his m o u t h ? ”
Ther e  was a long silence. “ Y o u ’re nu t s ,” S ta n  said finally; t hen  he 
s l am m ed  d o w n  the receiver.
“ No t  me,” she told the em p ty  phon e,  “ I refuse to  be nuts,  I ju s t  
refuse.”
She sm oked  one last cigarette.  T h en  she s tood,  m ov ing  efficiently.  
She th rew out  the n o t e b o o k  wi th the  rema ins  of  her  breakfast .  
G a th e r i ng  the  suit,  ties, socks and  und erw ear ,  she packed  th em  into a 
col lapsible c a r d b o a r d  box.  She covered it in new sp a p er  a n d  b ro w n  
paper ,  tying it wi th s tu rdy  twine.  She sealed the edges wi th tape  and  
carr ied it downsta i rs .
In a sh o p p in g  mal l she found  a bin m a r k e d  Goodwil l .  Peace on 
ea r th ,  she t h o u g h t ,  good  will to  all men.  Even to you,  Nicholas .
O p e n in g  the metal  ha tch ,  she d ro p p e d  the  bo x  d ow n ,  then  tu rn ed  
smar t ly ,  as if she were salut ing.  T h e  metal  d o o r  clicked shut .  She  
raised her eyes. She began to recognize the shapes  o f  things:  cars,  
trees, bui ldings.  Peo p le’s voices carr ied  back to her. D o r a  tu rn ed  to 
go, then  tu rn ed  back again.
She surveyed the p a rk in g  lot, full of  its eve ryday logic. A coup le  
with a smal l child were pass ing in f ront  of  her. The  fa the r  lifted his 
d a u g h te r  by the a rms  to set her on his shoulders .  D o ra  winced an d  
closed her  eyes, but when  she opened them  the  child was still there,  
tugging on his shirt .  She  smiled at them  an d  they smiled back,  the 
child squeal ing with pleasure.  It’s t rue,  D o r a  t h o u g h t  w'ith a rush  of  
e lat ion,  I do  kn o w  them,  I know  them  an d  this is all familiar.
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